Introduction
Teens go through times of transition from one condition to another, such as middle school to college, the latter to university, and the state of being unemployed or employed.
Such moments of transition are stressful life events, which have the potential to influence one's personal and social identity. [1] [2] [3] The ways in which each person faces the various transitions are influenced by gender, 4 paths and personal experiences, [5] [6] [7] and individual resources. 8, 9 Only during adolescence does identity become independent, along with the vocational decision-making process. The construction of identity in adolescence and the mechanisms by which they reach professional maturity bring teenagers to discover themselves, their skills and interests, and to make adequate academic and vocational choices.
The professional decision-making process is complex and dynamic during adolescence, and it is a skill that takes the form of a personal style of choice; teenagers submit your manuscript | www.dovepress.com
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Ramaci et al with safe decision-making and good vocational self-efficacy have the opportunity to plan their careers and develop good vocational identity. 10 Thus, the reflection on professional identity seems to be a turning point for the definition of life projects and the planning of a profession in adolescence.
In the setting of the research on career counseling, 11 some of the literature is about the relationship between educational-occupational choice and self-representation of the career. The career decision is a construct that goes beyond the identification of an objectively correct profession; it appears to be full of individual and social meanings. 12, 13 In particular, the term career does not only refer to the working scope but also has different levels of involvement than, for example, the various aspects of development of the individual. A research tradition is in fact ascribable to the studies that consider a career as a journey through different stages, the life course paradigm. 14, 15 In this perspective, the focus is represented by age, as an element by which the operation of cultural and regulatory systems that define how the constraints and actions of the individual resources are regulated.
Another line of research is aimed at demonstrating the determinants of gender in the choice of the career, stressing that the career identity is formed and tends to be established in middle school.
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Stereotypes and career choices
In the career counseling setting, the literature examines the issue of gender differences and the role that mutual perceptions play in representing male or female behavior. 17, 18 These studies appear supported by the need to interpret gender stereotypes as an expression of social attitudes and gender preferences that guide the educational-professional choice. According to these studies, the activation of the stereotype would favor the accentuation of the similarities and differences; the stereotypical beliefs about the representation of male and female behavior; and the set of activities, roles, and traits that are most frequently attributed to females or males. 19 Stereotypes represent a categorization strategy that individuals use to simplify a world of varied experiences, and they produce two basic consequences; on the one hand, they simplify the reality that, once acquired, they tend to resist to change, since it was reinforced by a series of cognitive, behavioral, and language mechanisms; on the other hand, they lead to misinterpretation. Their use can lead, in fact, to a loss of accuracy of information, underestimating or overestimating the degree of association between the stereotypical tract and the reference category. This is due to the distorting character of their stereotypical expectations. 20 The role of stereotypes in the choice of the professions appropriate to the gender has been the subject of study aimed at verifying the stereotypes linked to professional roles. 21 Stereotyped beliefs, in this perspective, accentuating the association between particular professional categories and gender, 22 influence the preferences toward educational-professional routes deemed more appropriate to the male and/ or female gender.
High levels of self-efficacy expressed toward the more gender-related professions have been found in this direction. 23 For example, Aros et al 24 found that adolescents tend to perceive realistic professions as more appropriate to the male gender, such as drivers and some enterprising occupations such as building contractors, whereas social occupations are more appropriate to the female gender, such as teachers, midwives, or being a hostess or public relations officer.
The literature has also confirmed that students express professional interests consistent with stereotypical patterns, in particular, males prefer male occupations, such as military professions, while females, the typically female ones such as teachers and nurses. 25 Similarly, the study by Ji et al 26 showed that realistic professions are considered typically masculine and therefore preferred by males; social and artistic occupations are considered traditionally feminine and are thus preferred by females. At the same time, females express greater levels of self-efficacy for artistic and social professions, while males do so for realistic professional activities.
These research studies allow us to explain the persistence of the phenomenon of the educational and professional segregation of gender, which tends to consider exclusively professional options connected to gender typing. In particular, during childhood, teachers and parents, through their expectations about behavior, roles, and attitudes of children, tend to influence the gender socialization processes that guide males and females toward professions deemed appropriate to the belonging gender. 27, 28 In line with gender stereotypes, teachers and family members offer males more learning opportunities in mathematics and science; they attribute them roles of leadership, initiative, and independence. [29] [30] [31] Females are more tempted to read, more stimulated by social relations, and discouraged toward the approach attempts of mathematical activities, which are considered most suited to their male peers. 
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Gender stereotypes in occupational choice mathematics, 32 influencing the levels of self-efficacy and subsequent career choices. 33 As a result, females tend to regard mathematics as belonging to a particularly male environment and show a less positive attitude toward this discipline. All this will tend to influence, in both male and female students, the design of their professional future. 34, 35 Based on this literature, the aim of this study is to analyze the relationship between occupational self-efficacy and professional preference; to measure the influence of the independent variables, such as age and gender, on the representation that students have of themselves and of the profession; and to identify the predictor variables of selfefficacy in the vocational decision. Specific objectives and hypotheses are 1. to measure the relationship between perceived occupational self-efficacy and professional preference, assuming the presence of a positive correlation between selfefficacy in military professions and practical workshops and between self-efficacy in the services occupations area and the possibility to work in groups; 2. to assess the influence of the independent variables on the representation that students have of themselves and of the profession; in particular, it is assumed that the distance between professional identity and social identity increases with age and that this distance becomes more evident in males than in females; 3. to identify the predictor variables of the perceived occupational self-efficacy; in particular, confirming the literature, it is assumed that between the predictors there are gender, age, parents' profession, and motivation to the educational-professional choice.
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Materials and methods
Study design and participants
A cross-sectional study involving students attending the IV and V classes was conducted in an Italian high school. The general content of the high school curriculum sets a list of basic required courses for high school graduation; these include the following: 1) literature, 2) English and Foreign languages, 3) mathematics and scientific subjects, and 4) social and human sciences. In this study, 126 students, recruited as participants in a training course as part of a project PON (National Operational Plan), were asked to complete the self-report questionnaires. Since 5% of the students refused to participate in the survey, the questionnaires were administered to 120 students (95% response rate).
The data collection lasted about 3 months, although the entire research project lasted for 1 year, conducted between 2015 and 2016. The aims of the study and the questionnaire were explained to the participants. The questionnaire was distributed by qualified researchers, and students were given 20 minutes to complete it. The researcher remained at a distance, to guarantee anonymity.
Parents of participants were informed about the study aims and procedures and gave their written informed consent to have them participate.
The internal review board (IRB) of Faculty of Human and Social Sciences at the "Kore" University of Enna approved the present research.
Measures
The instruments used were the following: "ad hoc questionnaire," "Scale of Perceived Occupational Self-Efficacy," 37 and "Semantic Differentials. " 38 The ad hoc questionnaire was divided into three parts: the first designed to detect biographical data (gender, age, institution of origin, and parents' occupation); the second was regarding the evaluation of options after graduation; and the third helped to detect the reasons for the choice, using a range from 1 "strongly disagree" to 10 "strongly agree".
The Scale of Perceived Occupational Self-Efficacy measures the degree to which young people consider themselves able to undertake a large number of professional roles and follow the professional route that leads to such roles, using a range from 1 "strongly disagree" to 6 "strongly agree". The scale consists of 50 items related to numerous professional options, corresponding to six professional areas: medical/ educational (M/E), scientific/technological (S/T), services (S), artistic/literary (A/L), agricultural/artisan (A/A), and military (M). The instrument has a good reliability for the following areas: M/E (Cronbach's alpha =0.90), S/T (Cronbach's alpha =0.85), S (Cronbach's alpha =0.89), A/L (Cronbach's alpha =0.86), A/A (Cronbach's alpha =0.80), and M (Cronbach's alpha =0.78).
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Semantic Differentials were used to investigate three selfrepresentations and one dimension relative to profession: real (ie, "How I am…"), social (ie, "How I think people see me"), future self-representation (such as "The future is…"), and profession (like "The profession is..."). They are formed by 34 couples of polar adjectives, each evaluable on a 7-point scale (coded from -3 to 3+, midpoint = 0). The semantic differential is a psychometric instrument based on the analysis of implicit affective resonances in the semantic qualification of concepts. 38, 39 
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Ramaci et al is based on the subjective and direct description of personal characteristics, which individuals have of themselves. It consists of a concept to be evaluated and in a series of opposite adjectives, separated by a graphic scale. Semantic Differential has a good internal consistency, on all scales: the Real Self (Cronbach's alpha =0.821), the Ideal Self (Cronbach's alpha =0.900), the Social Self (Cronbach's alpha =0.881), and the Professional dimension (Cronbach's alpha =0.863).
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Statistical analysis
Descriptive statistics used absolute frequencies and percentages for categorical variables and mean and standard deviation (SD) for quantitative variables. The univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA one-way) was conducted in order to measure the influence of the gender variable on the importance attributed by participants to the reasons behind the choice and on the perceived occupational self-efficacy. The Pearson's chi-square test was used to evaluate the relationship between perceived self-efficacy and professional preference.
Euclidean distances were calculated to measure the distances between the self-dimensions related to the social identity and the professional identity.
Linear multiple regression analyses were conducted, assuming that among the predictor variables to the professional self-efficacy there were gender and age of the student, type of institute, parents' type of occupation (sociodemographic level); identity dimensions that is real, social, ideal, and professional (individual level); and the reasons for choosing the school curriculum, in particular the influence of family and peer-group (social level).
A significance level of 0.05 was used. All data analyses were conducted using SPSS 22.0.
Results
The study group was formed of 120 participants, of whom 45 were males (37.5%) and 75 were females (62.5%), aged between 16 and 19 years (17.60±0.71). Table 1 shows the main characteristics of the study population.
In reference to the parents' profession, regarding fathers: 32.5% were office workers, 19.2% employed, 19.2% were freelance professionals, and 13.3% were enrolled in law enforcement; in relation to the mothers' profession: 37.5% were housewives, 22.5% were teachers, 15% were employed, and 9.2% were freelancers.
Choice upon graduation
Regarding the question "Indicate your choice after graduation" among the answers chosen by girl students, many preferred to continue their education; males instead preferred non-university pathways, for example, military careers. Interestingly, 41.4% of the group (of which 26.7% were males and 14.7% were females) had not made a choice (Table 2) .
In reference to the reason of the choice, through the focus group technique, 16 factors were identified, namely, family expectations, influential friendships, other people's advice, employment prospects, personal interests, possible future earnings, costs of university courses, access criteria to university courses, number of students, proximity of the location, prestige of the university, working in groups, university study plan, the presence of practical workshops, duration of the courses, and mobility period abroad. The univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA one-way) was conducted in order to measure the influence of the gender variable on the importance attributed by participants to the reasons behind the choice (Table 3 ). The analysis of the average scores showed that more females than males gave a greater importance to the access conditions (males: M=5.44, SD=2.96; females: M=6.45, SD=2.50), the number of members of the university course (males: M=4.42, SD=3.07; females: M=5.73, SD=3.13), but above all to the presence of practical workshops (males: M=6.56, SD=3.05; females: M=7.72, SD=2.25).
Perceived occupational self-efficacy
With regard to the scale of perceived occupational selfefficacy, the ANOVA showed the influence of the gender variable on the perceived occupational self-efficacy (Table  4 ). In particular, the analysis of the average scores showed that males manifested a higher level of self-efficacy in Relationship between perceived self-efficacy and professional preference
According to the literature, the present study showed that the large number of members on a course of study correlated with the perception of self-efficacy in medical professions (r=0.21, p<0.05); similarly the criterion of access (r=0.20, p<0.05) and the ability to work in groups (r=0.18, p<0.05) correlated with the perception of self-efficacy in professions addressed to services. Negative correlations emerged between the choice made on the basis of the type of subjects and the perception of self-efficacy in technology professions (r=-0. 19, p<0.05 ) and between the ability to perform hands-on labs and perception of self-efficacy in military professions (r=-0.18, p<0.05 ).
Finally, a negative correlation was also found between perception of self-efficacy in the agriculture/artisan area and importance attributed to earnings (r=-0.22, p<0.05).
Influence of independent variables on the representation of the Identity
In reference to the last part of the questionnaire, which included the use of four semantic differentials, the analysis of the mean scores showed how the ideal identity (5.68±0.92) is evaluated more positively than the professional one (5.43±0.72), a difference that appeared statistically significant (t = - 1.50, p<0.0001) .
The dimension of the professional identity, however, appears to be evaluated positively than the other two dimensions of identity: real (4.80±0.62) and social (4.70±0.72); a difference that appeared statistically significant for both identity dimensions (social identity: t=6.13, p=0.001; real identity: t=5.50, p=0.001).
Statistical analysis of the distances between the three dimensions of identity (real, ideal, and social) and the relative dimension to the profession (professional identity) detected that these distances are (Figure 1) : minor compared to the social identity (2.17±0.68), and more for the ideal identity (2.34±1.21) and real identity (2.19±0.61). This indicated that the professional identity is considered much more similar to the social one compared to the ideal and the real ones.
Subjects, therefore, tend to regard the profession much more like the way they are "perceived by others" rather than the ideal and real self-representation.
Moreover, the data showed a significant influence of gender and age variables; the distance between the dimension of the social and professional identity was lower in males than in females (t=1.48; p=0.05); the distance between professional and the other two dimensions of identity, real and 
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This score would seem to confirm the role of social influence, according to which students, especially males, tend to take into account the opinions of others rather than choosing for themselves.
Predictive variables to the perceived selfefficacy in the vocational choice Linear multiple regression analyses were conducted in order to verify the predictive self-efficacy variables in choosing. Referring to self-efficacy in the scientific/technological area (S/T), Table 5 shows that among the predictors there are gender, father's profession, and friendships.
Referring to self-efficacy in the area of services (S), the regression analysis showed that the only predictive variable is the type of mother's profession, explaining 15% of the total variance (Table 6 ).
Referring to self-efficacy in the agricultural/artisan area (A/A), Table 7 shows that among the predictive variables there are gender, mother's profession, and friendships.
Discussion and conclusion
This study investigated the role of gender stereotypes in choice of the career in adolescents as well as the perception of gender of a career, and specifically self-efficacy and professional preference; the dimension of the professional identity and self-representation as predictive variables of decision.
In reference to the reason of the vocational choice, the data showed that females more frequently manifest the desire to continue their education, males instead prefer non-university pathways, for example, military careers; furthermore, more females than males give significantly greater importance to employment prospects, access conditions, and to the number of members of the university course, but above all, to the presence of practical workshops.
These results are consistent with recent literature that explains the persistence of the phenomenon of the educational professional segregation of gender, which tends to consider exclusively professional options connected to gender typing, [41] [42] [43] reducing the range of potentially considerable options and will tend to influence, in both male and female students, the design of their professional future, above all during adolescence. 34, 44, 45 
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These latter relationships were tested, in the present study, according to the role that gender stereotypes assume in career decision. The data have confirmed that the conditions which make gender differences salient are more likely to favor career self-representations and self-assessments consistent with these prejudices. 46, 47 In particular, the data show that more males than females perceive themselves self-effective in military, scientific/ technological, and agricultural/artisan professions. These results confirm the literature that underlines that students express professional interests consistent with stereotypical patterns, in particular, males prefer male occupations, such as realistic professions, 48 while females, the typically female ones such as teachers and nurses, which are social and artistic occupations.
In reference to the identity development, it is interesting how, in the present study, the real identity increases when switching from IV to V class; data are consistent with the literature that emphasizes the presence of a greater development of identity and respective awareness of the self with increasing age, above all in the Italian context. 49, 50 Finally, the results show that being a young adolescent man, with his father's job characterized by a profitable and prestigious profession, and having a broad network of friends are predictive of the choice of a scientific/technological school curriculum. In contrast to this, being a young adolescent, having a father who works in the artisan area, and attending an Institute of Social and Human Sciences are predictive of an agricultural/artisan choice. The only predictive variables of the choice of a social school curriculum are the father's profession, characterized by relationships of help and contact with others, and above all, attending an Institute of Social and Human Sciences.
These results confirm the role of stereotypes present in the educational and domestic environment; in particular, they underline as parents and teachers implement, often unconsciously, the gender socialization processes that guide adolescents toward professions deemed appropriate to the belonging gender.
The findings, more generally, indicate the importance of focusing on the role of gender stereotypes, present also in the educational and domestic environment in vocational choice. 51, 52 These findings enhance the centrality of the moment of choice that may find support in a counseling service, 52 which increases a more conscious approach in students. The theme calls for a wide-ranging discussion on the redesign of the curricular school activities and on the school organizational procedures rather than the function of career counseling and career decision, with which the school could meet periodically to such bias. 
